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'Ye signs and wonders of the element! Utter forth God': Divine Presence and Divine Withdrawal in the Natural Sublime 'Hymn Before Sun-Rise', Coleridge's poem to Mont Blanc, is his most direct expression of the natural sublime -the sublimity of mountains and savage landscape that would become prototypical in Romantic literary and visual culture, as well as being the locus classicus of Kant's discussion in the Critique of Judgment. Hence, any discussion of sublimity in Coleridge's work must turn at some point to this poem, the writing and revision of which encompassed the period of Coleridge's first engagement with German philosophy.
1 Although the poem runs parallel to certain Kantian motifs and analyses of the natural sublime, it oversteps many of the limits of a Kantian treatment. In this chapter, I show how Coleridge's natural sublime differs from Kant's in asserting a visionary claim: a logic which reads off divine presence through signs of authorship which speak out in the landscape. As Raimonda Modiano and Seamus Perry have both noted, this version of the sublime wants to bring nature itself along in the sublime movement of transcendence, not negate it as in Kant. marked in the 'Hymn', despite running counter to the poem's leading rhetoric. Looking at the scene of praise that concludes 'Hymn Before Sun-Rise', and analysing the grammatical modality of prayer, I argue that an entirely different way of reading the text emerges.
The boundary of the phenomenal in 'Hymn Before Sun-Rise' Initially, the poem prepares for its visionary claim by stretching the visual to breaking point. By this I mean that the categories of the empirical, space and time, are found to alter because the experience of Mont Blanc is so overwhelming. This pressure on space and time becomes a precondition for their ultimate disappearance and the shift to a visionary mode over and above visual perception. Thus, for example, the spatial form of the mountain outlined against the sky becomes forebodingly austere, merely two abstract and interlocking shapes. Detail, colour and even accurate appreciation of physical state (in the case of the opaque sky) all give way to a violent juxtaposition of the massive forms of heaven and mountain:
Deep is the air and dark, substantial, black, An ebon mass: methinks thou piercest it, As with a wedge!
